Rehearsal?

By Capt. Joe Cleary

hail of gunfire erupted, and thetracersripped
A through the darkness asthe machine-gun
sectionfired onahill. First platoon launched
their attack on objective-alpha, anearby clearing. A
few minuteslater, they signaled they had seized their
objective.

Meanwhile, several hundred meters away, second
platoon maneuvered swiftly through thehilly terrainto
closein ontheir objective, which wasthe samehill the
machine gunswerefiring on. They had arrived at their
last conceal ed position and werewaiting for thegunfire
to stop before rushing into the attack when someone
yelled cease-fire over theradio.

Startled by the unexpected call, the company
commander, who was amajor, radioed back, "Who
called it and why?’ No one answered, so the major
ordered the attack to resume. Immediately after the
machine-gun fireresumed, someone again shouted
cease-fireover theradio. The call camefrom second
platoon, and they said aMarinewas hurt.

The company commander and corpsman ran from
the machine gun position to the sceneto discover that a
7.62 mm round from one of the machine gunshad hit a
lance corporal . Theround had torn through one of his
buttocksand hip. The platoon commander, who wasa
captain, also wasinjured; around had hit hisflak
jacket, leaving alarge bruiseon hisside.

After reviewing thisincident, investigatorsfound that
the captain of the second platoon had walked his
Marinesinto theimpact areawhen hegot lost trying to
find the platoon’sdesignated covered position. Before
the attack and sunset, the company commander and
first platoon commander had walked theterrain.

However, the second-platoon commander decided
not to accompany them because he felt confident about
where hewas going. He explained that he aready had
maneuvered over theterrain earlier that day during
platoon attacks. Furthermore, the captain didn’ t bother
using aguide, pace-count or compassto help navigate.

Thereserverifle company didn’t rehearsethe night-
live-fire-attack. Asaresult, their coordination failed
when they needed it most. Because of the darkness, the
company commander and machine-gun section couldn’t
seethat second platoon had wandered into the cone of
fire. To make mattersworse, the section didn’t have
clear fields of fire. Numeroustreesand brush ob-
structed their view and rounds, making ricochetsmore
likely.

After talking with the Marinesin second platoon,
investigators concluded that most of them didn’t know
theroute, their designated | ast-covered or conceal ed
position, or thesignal plan. It wasn’t surprisingto
discover thesefacts, considering the captain never
briefed them before the attack.

A live-fireexerciseat night isarisky operation. By
skipping rehearsalsand briefs, aunit increasesthe
likelihood of agrave mistake; intraining, it'snot arisk
worth taking.

Thereare many lessonsto belearned fromthis
story. Perhapsthe greatest |essonisto have positive-
communi cation. When someone calls cease-fire, don’t
assume anything. Find out who and why they calledit,
even if you haveto hiketo thefront linesand get face-
to-face to make an informed decision. Thereisno
substitutefor positive communication.
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No, Thank You!

Because of the darkness, the company
commander and machine-gun section
couldn’t see that second platoon had
wandered into the cone of fire.
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